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The findings for racial disproportionality by 
type of degree program followed a similar 
pattern. Exhibit 10 compares the racial 
distribution for professional/technical 
programs and academic transfer programs 
between the incarcerated student population 
and the full CTC population. For both types 
of degree programs, the percentage of White 
participants in the general CTC population 
steadily declined over time while the 
percentage of White participants in the 

incarcerated student population remained 
relatively stable. In addition, both types of 
degree programs showed a greater 
representation of Black, Latino, and other 
people of color than the general DOC 
population as shown in Exhibit 9.  

Exhibit 10 
Distribution of Race, by Year and Type of Degree Program 
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Retention and Completion 
The rates of retention (defined as year-to-
year re-enrollment in the same DOC facility) 
and completion (limited to the same facility 
of initial enrollment) for incarcerated 
students varied over time. For these 
analyses, we used the cohort dataset to 
follow individuals over time. This dataset is 
limited to first-time enrollees and thus 
represents a subset of the full enrolled 
population.  

We examined year-to-year retention 
through the first three years following initial 
enrollment. Exhibit 11 shows the rate of 
retention for the first three years for 
individuals who first enrolled between 2009 
and 2016. For 2017, we report the findings 
for the first two years, and for 2018 we 
report only the first year following initial 
enrollment.  
  

Exhibit 11 
Rate of Retention within Three Years, by Cohort 

 
Notes: 
Retention is calculated starting with the total students who re-enrolled in year X, divided by the total enrollment in 
year (X-1), minus the number of students who graduated in year (X-1). Thus, we report the rate of retention for 
those who were previously enrolled but did not yet graduate.  
Year-over-year retention is limited to students re-enrolling in the same DOC facility.  
Data were available only through 2019. Thus, the 2017 cohort was limited to two years of retention follow-up and 
the 2018 cohort was limited to one year of retention follow-up. 
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Over time, the rate of students re-enrolling 
for a second year increased. However, the 
likelihood that students would re-enroll for 
a third or fourth year did not change over 
time. Exhibit 12 further disaggregates the 
overall trend by program type. For cohorts 
first enrolling between 2009 and 2016, 
academic transfer programs were more 
likely to retain students into the fourth year 
than were professional/technical programs. 
However, retention rates for academic 
transfer programs declined over time while 
the retention rates for professional/technical 
programs stayed generally consistent across 
cohorts.54  

 
54 These changes over time may also be influenced by 
changes in completion rates over time.   

Analyses of retention by race showed similar 
patterns to the overall retention trends. 
However, the retention rate for Black 
students into a second year decreased over 
time, as did retention into a third or fourth 
year. Overall retention rates for White 
students remained most stable across all 
cohorts.  
  

Exhibit 12 
Rate of Retention within Three Years, by Cohort and Program Type 

 
Notes: 
Retention is calculated starting with the total students who re-enrolled in year X, divided by the total enrollment in year (X-1), minus the 
number of students who graduated in year (X-1). Thus, we report the rate of retention for those who were previously enrolled but did not 
yet graduate.  
Year-over-year retention is limited to students re-enrolling in the same DOC facility.  
Data were available only through 2019. Thus, the 2017 cohort was limited to two years of retention follow-up. 
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Exhibit 13 
Rate of Retention within Three Years, by Cohort and Race 

 
Notes: 
Retention is calculated starting with the total students who re-enrolled in year X, divided by the total enrollment in year (X-1), minus the number of 
students who graduated in year (X-1). Thus, we report the rate of retention for those who were previously enrolled but did not yet graduate.  
Year-over-year retention is limited to students re-enrolling in the same DOC facility.  
Data were available only through 2019. Thus, the 2017 cohort was limited to two years of retention follow-up. 
In some cohorts, some Hispanic and/or Black students may be combined in the other POC/unknown category. See Appendix I for more details. 
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Completion rates also varied across time. 
Exhibit 13 reports the overall enrollment and 
completion counts for incarcerated students 
by type of degree. This exhibit uses the full 
dataset of incarcerated students for each 
academic year instead of the cohort dataset. 

Overall, the number of 
professional/technical enrollees peaked 
earlier than the number of academic 
transfer enrollees. The number of 
incarcerated persons completing a 
professional/technical degree program 
declined over time, while the number of 
those completing an academic transfer 
degree increased over time.  
 
  

Exhibit 14 
Incarcerated Student Enrollment and Completion, by Program Type and Academic Year 
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Incarcerated students who completed their 
degree program were most likely to 
complete their program in their first year of 
participation. Exhibit 15 shows the 
percentage of students completing a degree 
within the first three years of participation 
by cohort. 

Overall, completion rates remained 
relatively stable with the exception of the 
2016 and 2017 cohorts which saw an 
increase in completion mostly in the first 
year of participation.  
  

Exhibit 15 
Rate of Completion within Three Years, by Cohort 

  
Note: 
Cohort completion data included only those individuals who completed their degree program at the same 
facility as their initial enrollment.  
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Exhibit 16 separates the completion rates by 
program type. Unlike professional and 
technical degree students, academic transfer 
students were most likely to complete their 
program in the second year of participation. 
These findings may explain why the year-2 
retention rates were generally higher for 
academic transfer students than for 
professional/technical students. These 
findings are consistent with differences in 
program length such that 
technical/professional certificates have 
fewer course requirements for completion 
and are thus more likely to be completed in 
one or two years. In addition, programs that 
take less time to complete are less likely to 
be impacted by facility transfers. 

Since our data were limited to completions 
within the same facility as initial enrollment, 
it is possible that individuals who were 
participating in an academic transfer 
program were more likely to be moved to a 
different facility in the middle of their 
program and they may have completed 
their degree programs in a different facility. 
 
  

Exhibit 16 
Rate of Completion within Three Years, by Cohort and Program Type 

  
Note: 
Cohort completion data included only those individuals who completed their degree program at the same facility as their initial enrollment.  
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Finally, we examined completion rates by 
race. Overall, the cohort completion rates 
for most racial groups increased over time. 
For most racial groups, the greatest 
increases in completion occurred between 
the 2014 and 2016 cohorts. The completion 
rate for 2017 showed a similar rate to the 
2016 cohort but includes only two years of 
completion data instead of three. Thus, the 
actual trends for the 2017 cohort may be 
slightly higher than reported in this exhibit. 
The inconsistency in completion rates for 
the Latino population is driven in part by 
the suppression of small cell sizes.55  
 

 
55 See Appendix I for more information.  

Facility-level Trends 
We received facility-level data for retention 
and completion by race. Not all facilities 
were open during our sample period and 
those that were open did not always have 
enrollees in each year of the sample period.  
 
 

Exhibit 17 
Three-year Completion Rate, by Year of First Enrollment and Race 

 
Note: 
Cohort completion data included only those individuals who completed their degree program at the same facility as their initial enrollment.  
In some cohorts, some Hispanic and/or Black students may be combined in the other POC/unknown category. See Appendix I for more details 
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Exhibit 18 
Enrollment and Three-year Completion Rate Comparison, by Facility 

  
 Facility 
  

Number of first-time enrollees Three-year completion rates* 
2009 2019 Diff. 2009 2016 Diff. 

N  

% of 
DOC 
pop. N  

% of 
DOC 
pop. N  

% of 
DOC 
pop. N 

% 
completing  N 

% 
completing N 

% 
completing 

Airway Heights Corrections Center 401 12.6% 76 2.6% -325 -10.0% 401 34.7% 62 55.4% -339 20.7% 
Cedar Creek Corrections Center 0 0.0% 82 11.5% 82 11.5% -- -- 114 78.9% 114 -- 
Clallam Bay Corrections Center 282 23.8% 76 7.3% -206 -16.5% 282 42.2% 65 21.5% -217 -20.7% 
Coyote Ridge Corrections Center 414 41.4% 181 5.4% -233 -36.0% 408 55.9% 201 33.8% -207 -22.1% 
Mission Creek Corrections Center 15 4.3% 42 8.0% 27 3.7% 14 57.1% 6 0.0% -8 -57.1% 
Monroe Correctional Complex 0 0.0% 7 0.2% 7 0.2% -- -- 93 76.3% 93 -- 
Olympic Corrections Center 115 18.0% 26 4.4% -89 -13.6% 115 22.6% 51 66.7% -64 44.1% 
Stafford Creek Corrections Center 270 10.0% 105 4.4% -165 -5.6% 270 57.8% 144 40.6% -126 -17.2% 
Washington Corrections Center 118 3.3% 12 0.3% -106 -3.0% 118 8.5% 244 91.4% 126 82.9% 
Washington Corrections Center for Women 178 14.2% 77 4.5% -101 -9.7% 178 65.7% 12 0.0% -166 -65.7% 
Washington State Penitentiary 685 23.2% 264 7.8% -421 -15.4% 681 21.9% 310 32.9% -371 11.0% 

Notes: 
Excludes counts from facilities that closed during the sample period (e.g., Pine Lodge Corrections Center), counts from unknown correctional facilities, and counts from facilities that did not have enrollees in at 
least four academic years in the sampling period (e.g., Larch Corrections Center).  
Completion rates are calculated using the suppressed cohort sample while enrollment estimates are calculated using the full, unsuppressed data tables. Thus, estimates of 2009 enrollments may differ slightly.  
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Exhibit 18 provides information on the 
number of first-time enrollees in 2009 
and 2019 as well as the three-year 
completion rates for those who first 
enrolled in 2009 and those who first 
enrolled in 2016. Completion data were 
limited to the suppressed cohort 
datasets. Exhibit 18 excludes facilities 
that closed during the sample 
timeframe (e.g., Pine Lodge Corrections 
Center), data that did not specify a 
correctional facility, and data from 
facilities that did not have at least four 
years of enrollment data (e.g., Larch 
Corrections Center).  
 
Enrollment numbers decreased between 
2009 and 2019 in all but one facility that 
had enrollees in 2009 (Mission Creek saw an 
increase in 27 enrollees between the 2009 
and 2019 cohorts). Changes in completion 
rates varied, with four facilities showing an 
increase in completion rates between 2009 
and 2016 and five facilities showing a 
decrease in completion rates. However, 
these completion rates may also be 
impacted by differences in transfer rates 
between facilities. Because our data were 
limited to completion at the same facility as 
initial enrollment, facilities that have greater 
rates of transfer to a different facility will be 
more likely to show low completion rates.  
 
Due to the limitations in completion data 
and small sample sizes at the facility level, 
we were unable to reliably examine 
differences in trends by program type and 
race. Limited information on these trends is 
available in Appendix I.  
 

 
56 Ositelu (2019). 

Section Summary 
Overall, we found that people of color 
participate in correctional postsecondary 
education programs at a greater rate than 
White individuals. While national research 
found that Black, Latino, and other people 
of color account for about 66% of the 
incarcerated population and about 60% of 
those who enroll in or complete a 
postsecondary education program in 
prison,56 we found that Black and other 
people of color accounted for 30% of 
Washington’s incarcerated population, but 
Black and other people of color accounted 
for 38% of the incarcerated populations 
participating in postsecondary education.  
 
Rates of year-over-year retention and 
completion once enrolled were similar 
across all racial groups, although Black and 
Latino students were slightly less likely to 
complete their degree programs. These 
findings were consistent for both 
professional/technical degrees and 
academic transfer degrees.  
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IV. Challenges and Best Practices 
for Access and Completion 
 
In this section, we identify potential 
challenges or barriers incarcerated 
individuals may face in accessing or 
completing a postsecondary program. We 
identify barriers or practices that are present 
in Washington, either statewide or in at 
least some facilities. We also discuss ways 
that these barriers could lead to 
disproportionate access to or completion of 
postsecondary programs. Finally, we identify 
useful practices that could promote 
postsecondary program participation and 
completion.  
 
We identified relevant barriers and best 
practices through a review of national 
research literature related to correctional 
education programs (see Appendix II for a 
list of references). We also conferred with 
experts in Washington to understand what 
barriers and practices may be present in 
some or all of Washington’s facilities.  
 
We identified barriers and best practices in 
four general areas:  

• program access and participation,  
• persistence and completion,  
• reentry, and  
• program implementation, 

development, and administration.  
 

In general, we found that the rate of 
postsecondary education participation for 
incarcerated students in Washington is 
higher than the national average. These 
successes may be related to a high level of 
coordination and collaboration between 
multiple agencies including DOC, SBCTC, 
and WSAC. However, students in  

 
 
 

Washington may still face numerous barriers 
to accessing and completing postsecondary 
programs both while incarcerated and upon 
returning to their communities. These 
barriers may relate to funding, student 
eligibility, course-related factors, and 
program administration. Most of these 
hurdles occur at the state, facility, or course 
level, rather than the federal level, though 
federal changes, such as reinstating the Pell 
Grant program, could create further 
challenges for students in state prisons, 
given the more restrictive requirements for 
accessing Pell Grant funds.  
 
Additionally, some barriers related to 
student eligibility and course characteristics 
can have larger impacts on students of color 
than White students. These differences may 
cause disparities in access or educational 
attainment that we cannot identify solely 
with aggregate, de-identified data. Finally, 
while several barriers to access and 
completion may exist in Washington, we 
find that DOC, SBCTC, and individual 
facilities and colleges have implemented 
numerous useful policies or practices that 
may eliminate many obstacles facing 
incarcerated students.  
 
Program Access and Participation 
In Washington, various challenges and 
useful practices exist related to program 
access and participation (Exhibits 19-21). 
Many funding barriers center on Pell-
eligibility requirements. However, the 
majority of programs in Washington are 
funded through DOC contracts rather than 
through Pell Grants or tuition-based 
models.  
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Increasing access to need-based aid, though 
likely useful in many contexts, may not increase 
access as much in Washington given its current 
funding model. Because the state requires DOC 
to pay the cost of participation including books, 
materials, and supplies for any high school 
diploma or GED program, any vocational 
program that is required for work within the 
facility or in the community, and any other 
education program required as part of an 
individual’s reentry plan,57 students have less 
dependence on federal or state aid to pay for 

57 RCW 72.09.460. 

these programs. Reinstating the Pell Grant 
could change the funding structure for 
postsecondary correctional education 
programs. The implications for student access 
may depend on Pell Grant generosity relative to 
the average per FTE funds allocated through 
DOC contracts.  

Additionally, some of the challenges to 
accessing funding associated with Pell Grant 
eligibility (noted in Exhibit 19) will likely become 
greater concerns for incarcerated students in 
Washington.  

Challenges 

• Access to funding tied to time to release and/or
restricted for those serving life without parole
or a death sentence

• High cost of courses
• Need-based aid or tuition assistance access

restricted
• Allocations linked to recidivism or outcomes

rather than academic success
• Cannot currently be in default for a student

loan or owe money on a grant (Pell)
• Funding sources or allocation incentivize rapid

enrollment of large numbers of students (could
also be come concern with Pell)

• Individuals convicted of certain crime types
restricted from accessing aid (Pell – modified in
2021)

• Must have high school diploma or GED (Pell)
• Required FAFSA documentation and

completion can be difficult to complete or
verify (Pell)

• Selective service registration required (Pell until
2021)

• US citizenship or valid “alien” number required
(Pell)

Best practices 

• Provide the opportunity and support to
rehabilitate a loan through the Department
of Education

• Remove regulations on incarcerated
individuals getting need-based aid

• Tuition and fee waivers for incarcerated
students

Exhibit 19 
Program Access and Participation – Funding 

(Italicized bullets are challenges or practices that are present at some or all facilities in Washington) 
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As detailed in Exhibit 20, incarcerated 
individuals in Washington may face 
challenges in accessing postsecondary 
programs due to academic and justice-
related characteristics. While some 
behavior-related restrictions may be 
necessary to guarantee the safety of faculty 
and students, some research recommends 

58 Shorter sentences can also present a challenge to 
interested students because they may not have enough time 
to complete a course or program. 

tying student eligibility to academic 
performance only.  

We also identified numerous barriers tied to 
both funding and program eligibility. For 
example, both funding and the ability to 
participate in programs are limited or 
unavailable for those serving longer 
sentences.58  

Challenges 
• Minimum placement or standardized test

scores (at least for some courses)
• Cannot have prior course withdrawals or

incompletes
• Admissions practices discourage or exclude

students who need additional support or
resources (including pre-college-level
coursework, social or psychological support,
or learning accommodations)

• Eligibility tied to time to release and
restricted for those serving life without
parole or a death sentence

• Limitations in the number of correctional
programs allowed concurrently (i.e., cannot
participate in correctional education
because participating in another
correctional program)

• Work assignment prioritized over education
programs

• Restrictions or incentives based on good
behavior

• Individuals convicted of certain crime types
restricted

• Must be below certain risk level
• Age restrictions, particularly only available

to younger students
• Must have high school diploma or GED

Best practices 
• Assist students who may be exiting a facility

in the middle of class to help them avoid
incompletes

• Frame education programs as part of
rehabilitation/reentry not an extra elective
or incentive

• Prevent exclusion based on non-academic
characteristics

• Tie aid, rather than program eligibility, to
non-academic characteristics

• Standardize eligibility rules across all
facilities to reduce facility or staff discretion

• Require educational programming for all
individuals

Exhibit 20 
Program Access and Participation – Student Eligibility 

(Italicized bullets are challenges or practices that are present at some or all facilities in Washington) 
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Support networks can be integral to student 
success, and we identified both challenges 
and useful practices in place in Washington 
facilities (Exhibit 23). We find that without 
specific state policies surrounding support 
services for incarcerated individuals, barriers 
and practices tend to vary across facilities. 
For example, facilities with more robust 
programs or prison-based reentry 
navigators might have expanded access to 
instructors, advisors, and other resources for 
students incarcerated in those facilities.  
 

We also find that some challenges cannot 
necessarily be easily eliminated because 
DOC might have conflicting priorities such 
as protecting the incarcerated population 
and staff. For example, the lack of individual 
instructor or advisor time may limit an 
individual’s ability to get focused attention 
and support. However, policies that limit in-
person, private meetings can also protect 
the safety of incarcerated individuals or 
staff. 
  

Challenges  

• Lack of one-on-one time with instructor 
• Student access to support services or other 

resources is limited to designated class time 
• Lack of access to qualified academic 

advisors or staff with understanding of 
special needs or accommodations 

• Lack of collaboration with resources on 
main campus 

• Difficulty hiring, training, and retaining 
incarcerated teaching assistants 

• Classes that include both incarcerated and 
non-incarcerated students favor non-
incarcerated student learning 

Best practices  

• Provide ample information to students 
about learning objectives, expectations, 
deadlines, etc.  

• Preference in-person courses as they 
provide direct student/instructor interaction 

• Integrate current students and alumni as 
peer mentors, teaching assistants, and 
facilitators 

• Have academic advisors who serve current 
and former incarcerated students 

• Allow students regular access to advisors, 
tutors, teaching assistants, and/or faculty 

• Offer student success courses or other soft 
skills development along with other course 
offerings 

• Submit grades and other feedback in 
similar manner and frequency as done with 
non-incarcerated students 

• Require advisors to meet with each student 
regularly to discuss education, develop 
individualized plans, and assess need for 
accommodations as part of DOC/CTC 
agreements 

Exhibit 23 
Persistence and Completion – Support Networks and Peers  

(Italicized bullets are challenges or practices that are present at some or all facilities in Washington) 
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Exhibit 24 identifies course-related barriers 
and practices that can impact student 
persistence and completion. Course 
offerings can limit student access to 
particular programs as noted in Exhibit 21, 
but they also have significant implications 
for student progress. Courses that do not 
transfer or accumulate toward a degree will 
limit a student’s ability to earn a certificate 
or degree, though this barrier only applies 
to some courses and programs in 
Washington. Many Washington facilities 
offer courses with credits that will transfer 
across facilities and into the community and 
accumulate toward a certificate or degree, 
though without a consistent, state-wide 
system to ensure that courses will transfer 
or satisfy degree requirements, there is 
variation in available programs across 
facilities.63  
 
Access to computers, software, and internet 
service represent substantial and consistent 
challenges for incarcerated students (Exhibit 
24). Washington has made various strides in 
addressing these barriers. In 2019, the 
Washington State Legislature directed DOC 
and SBCTC to develop a plan for creating 
secure Internet connections in facilities in an 
effort to expand postsecondary 
opportunities.64  
 

 
63 For example, see the variation in courses with students 
participating in Seibert (2020). 
64 Second Substitute Senate Bill 5433, Chapter 397, Laws of 
2019. 
65 Sinclair, S., & Armbruster, D. (2019). Use of secured-internet 
to expand postsecondary education opportunities to enhance 

A secure internet pilot program was 
implemented at the Washington Corrections 
Center for Women in collaboration with 
Tacoma Community College, with students 
and faculty reporting encouraging benefits 
of the program.65 DOC also highlights 
efforts to provide offline laptop computers 
for use by students.66 Currently, however, 
incarcerated students often do not have 
access to secure Internet, hindering their 
coursework.  
 
Several course-related barriers could have 
disparate impacts on students of color. 
Instructors may lack experience teaching 
students from diverse backgrounds and that 
lack of cultural responsivity or skill in 
engaging students of color may discourage 
continued participation (Exhibit 24).  
 
Relatedly, studies noted the potential 
challenge in recruiting or retaining faculty of 
color who may have experiences that could 
be of value when engaging with students of 
color.67 Helpful practices that could reduce 
potential inequities include providing 
specific and continued training relevant to 
the incarcerated student population and 
establishing a diverse community of 
instructors. 

public safety - 2019 report to the legislature. Olympia, WA: 
Washington State Department of Corrections. 
66 Ibid. 
67 For example, see Erzen, T., Gould, M.R., & Lewen, J. (2019). 
Equity and excellence in practice: A guide for higher education 
in prison. St. Louis, MO: Alliance for Higher Education in 
Prison and San Quentin, CA: Prison University Project. 
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Challenges  

Course offerings: 

• Differences in course offerings across 
facilities and in the community whereby 
courses unavailable or credits do not 
transfer as individual moves through the 
system 

• Credits do not accumulate toward degree 
• Funding under Pell reinstatement might 

limit expensive program such as welding 
• Laws prohibit degree receipt while 

incarcerated 
• Course topics limited by fear of unrest or 

triggering individuals 
 
 
 

 
Course materials: 
• Lack of regular access to high-quality books, 

journals, or campus library 
• Lack of regular or any access to internet or 

computers 
• Lack of funding for needed school supplies 

(likely a larger issue with Pell reinstatement) 
 

Best practices  

Course offerings: 

• Offer only courses with credits that can 
transfer to other facilities and/or the 
community (pre-college-level courses 
excepted) 

• Develop centralized system with 
representation from educational and 
correctional systems that reviews and 
approves course offerings to ensure 
consistent offerings across facilities and in 
the community  

• Streamline pathways where credits can 
accumulate towards transferable degree 

• Ensure stackable course offerings (courses 
that build upon each other in a sequential 
manner) 

 

Course materials: 
• Digitize resources for students; faculty or 

other staff provide research articles 
• Provide students with all basic school 

supplies and materials at no cost 
• Partner library within facility with external 

academic library and provide access to 
library professionals to students 

• Provide offline databases 
• Develop and maintain own library system 
• Collaboratively develop standards and 

practices concerning storage and 
distribution of program supplies and 
document and disseminate practices to 
affected staff and administrators 

• Provide access to computers, offer 
network-based or secure internet portals 

• Dedicated, qualified staff person within 
prison to address technological limitations 
and computer literacy 

Exhibit 24 
Persistence and Completion – Course-related 

(Italicized bullets are challenges or practices that are present at some or all facilities in Washington) 
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However, we find that challenges still exist, 
particularly with respect to physical 
resources needed to administer 
postsecondary courses and infrastructure to 
monitor and evaluate program 
performance. Institutional policies may limit 
the number of individuals who can 
participate in a correctional program due to 
security and safety concerns. In addition, 
incarcerated students may be prohibited 
from accessing resources that could support 
their educational programming such as 
access to the Internet to participate in 
distance-based learning opportunities.  
 
Most recently, with the passage of Second 
Substitute House Bill 1044 in 2021, 
Washington State is working to address 
gaps in resources for incarcerated persons 
with learning disabilities, traumatic brain 
injuries, and cognitive impairments.68 The 
implementation of these policies will 
address key challenges identified in national 
literature (see Exhibit 26). 
 

 
68 2SHB 1044. 

Finally, increasing the data infrastructure for 
postsecondary education programs may 
assist agencies in advancing the 
development and administration of 
correctional education opportunities. 
Limitations in the CTC and DOC data 
prevent either agency from being able to 
report on the status of correctional 
education participation, retention, and 
completion quickly and comprehensively 
over time. Reliable and accessible data is 
also critical to facilitating successful 
transitions into community education 
programs following release from 
incarceration.   
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Challenges  

Program staff: 
• Lack of buy-in from correctional staff 
• Disconnect or lack of coordination between 

correctional and educational program 
leadership and staff 

• Outside campuses unable to fund dedicated 
staff positions 

• Insufficient financial and/or professional 
support for program staff 

• Program leaders and key staff lack the time 
and/or resources for professional 
development and support activities 

• Lack of training and support for program 
leadership, staff, and instructors 

• Lack of buy-in from college/university 
administrators (e.g., view program as a 
service project rather than integral; faculty 
expected to donate time; programs 
developed primarily as revenue source) 
 

Best practices  

Program staff: 
• Hold regular meetings and cross-training 

between faculty, correctional staff, reentry 
staff, and administrators from DOC and 
colleges to develop strong relationships and 
shared goals 

• Facilitate discussions about postsecondary 
education that include stakeholders from 
DOC, reentry, higher education institutions, 
legislators, and others 

• Have educational institutions provide 
administrative support to faculty for 
budgeting, financial aid, registration, and 
advising in a manner similar to non-
incarcerated students 

• Provide educational opportunities to 
correctional staff at low or no cost 

• Provide basic training for correctional staff 
• Develop specialized workgroups that 

include various stakeholders 
• Add responsibilities of correctional staff 

related to educational programming (e.g., 
setting up classrooms, coordinating 
movements) to agreements between 
higher education institutions and DOC to 
acknowledge work of correctional staff in 
implementing educational programs 

• Standardize program offerings (regularly 
scheduled admissions tests, steady course 
offerings, routine graduations) to ease 
burden on correctional staff  

• Establish agreements about provision of 
resources, transfer of college credits, and 
admission of qualified students 

• Develop a leadership team and hold 
regular meeting to resolve challenges and 
support implementation 

Exhibit 26  
Program Development, Implementation, and Administration 

(Italicized bullets are challenges or practices that are present at some or all facilities in Washington) 
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Section Summary 
Overall, we found that incarcerated and 
formerly incarcerated individuals in 
Washington who are interested in 
continuing or furthering their postsecondary 
educations can face many challenges in 
attempting to do so. These challenges can 
concern funding, student eligibility, course-
related factors, individual college or facility 
practices, and state and federal policies. 
Addressing such diverse challenges can 
require broad or similarly varied practices, 
many of which Washington has 
implemented or is currently considering. 
While many of the challenges identified in 
this report align with challenges WSAC 
identified for the general CTC population in 
their 2021 Strategic Action Plan, there are 
some unique challenges that incarcerated 
populations face, and the ultimate policy 
actions needed to address these changes 
may vary for the incarcerated population 
and the general postsecondary education 
populations.  
 
Indeed, DOC and SBCTC have been 
collaborating for many years to provide 
postsecondary certificate and degree 
programs to incarcerated individuals. These 
agencies already implement many useful 
practices that support access to and 
completion of postsecondary correctional 
education programs. In some instances, we 
also found that policies that create 
challenges to the successful completion of 
postsecondary programs exist to support 
other competing interests related to 
operating a secure facility.  
 

We did not find that Washington’s policies 
directly contribute to disproportionate 
enrollment or completion opportunities for 
incarcerated students of color. However, we 
find that some policies, particularly those 
related to student eligibility factors, could 
indirectly contribute to inequities.   
 
The next section discusses opportunities for 
future research that could potentially 
identify specific program successes and 
opportunities for improvement.  
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In 2021, the Washington State Legislature 
passed Second Substitute House Bill 1044 
which includes a directive to WSIPP to 
examine postsecondary education programs 
using individual-level data.69 In addition to 
expanding upon the analyses in this report, 
future studies will examine post-release 
enrollment and completion trends in the 
community for formerly incarcerated 
individuals and will examine whether 
participation in postsecondary education 
while incarcerated reduces the likelihood of 
recidivism post-release. A preliminary report 
is expected in October 2024 and a final 
report is expected in October 2027. 
 

 
69 2SHB 1044. 

Second, additional surveys or outreach to 
facilities and/or incarcerated persons could 
help identify perceived or actual barriers 
and best practices not identified in this 
report. The current report drew largely upon 
the findings from research conducted across 
the country and may not sufficiently capture 
barriers and best practices that exist in 
Washington State. Even within the current 
national literature, there is a lack of surveys 
in which incarcerated persons are able to 
provide detailed information about their 
interest in, access to, and participation in 
postsecondary education programs.  
 
Well-designed surveys administered 
consistently to staff across DOC facilities 
could identify important differences 
between facilities with regards to their 
practices for outreach and case 
management, selection into programs when 
the number of applicants exceeds the 
number of available program slots, and 
methods for retention of students over time.  
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